THE    CRUSADE   OF   THE   SNOWS
on the hills, were strange and vaguely unassuring, as
though the mystery that was Russia extended from the
void to the thoroughfares.
For Moscow was deserted, utterly silent, and with
only the presence of buildings to proclaim its difference
from the ashen levels of the past months. Of all the
strange and remote goals encountered by the French
Army, Moscow was the city of impressions, silent with
a heaviness that was yet a suspicion of recent sound, dead
and unpeopled, yet with hints of a scarcely departed life
mocking the empty stillness.
Was there nothing, no one in the houses, asked the
watchers of the 3rd Corps? They were told that shrines
and altars in some of the churches were even now yellow
with candle-light, the aspect of a devotion whose most
likely intent -was the downfall of the Eagles; while since
an abandoned city meant free wine a few drunkards had
been found on the streets. There was plunder, obviously,
and the flight of the citizens was a sanction for licence
among the invaders. But as for signifying Russia or
yielding up the portents of Tsardom, Moscow, the dream
city of the Little Corporal's greatest effort, was the
quintessence of dust, tomb-like.
That night fell moonless but free of cloud, with a wind
freshening the hills where IMey's corps bivouacked. The
Marshal had barely retired when he was roused by an
alarm of fire, of several outbreaks, having occurred in
the city. Flames were discernible from the hill-side,
stabbing the clear darkness at various points and defeating
the work to overcome them till near morning, when
showers of sparks and a dense smoke hid the gilded
reflection.
It was no chance or isolated occurrence, for during the
six days and nights that followed fires were intermittent,
casting their glow to ISFey's camp on the outskirts and
followed by reports of their latest effect upon the city.
The fires were deliberate acts on the part of Russians who
had remained in hiding; some had been caught and shot
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